For southern Bantu languages, various references have been made to the null prefix phenomenon in the area of language acquisition. For example, children learning isiSwati (Kunene, 1979) , Sesotho (Demuth, 1984 (Demuth, & 1992 Connelly, 1984; Ziesler & Demuth, 1995) , Setswana (Tsonope, 1987) and isiZulu (Suzman, 1991) , have been found to leave out the prefix in the early stages of language acquisition.
Outside the field of language acquisition, Machobane (2003) looks at Sesotho null prefixes in relation to the variation in DP structures. As far as we are aware, there is no study that examines the various linguistic determinants of the null prefix that are discussed in this article. The noun classes in the corpus that allow null prefixes and those that do not are indicated in Table 2 . Prefixes for class 1a and 9 are not listed in the above examples, as most nouns in these classes take a zero morpheme as the prefix. In such cases, there is no prefix to drop. The class 15 nouns are infinitives derived by prefixing ho-'to' to a verb stem. These nouns do not drop the prefix, possibly because the derived noun has more verbal properties than nominal ones.
The prefixes for singular/plural pairs such as classes 7 and 8 both allow a null prefix. On the other hand, class 6, which is the plural of class 5, does not allow a null prefix. The frequency of null prefixes, as observed in adult speech in the whole corpus, is illustrated in Table 3 . Table 3 shows that class 10 has the greatest number of null prefixes (108 instances) even though class 5 appears to have more nouns (432) than class 10 (352) in the corpus. The class 10 noun that frequently drops the prefix is dintho 'things', frequently used as -ntho 'thing'. The contributing factor to high frequency is that the noun dintho 'things' may stand for nouns in several other classes. The next high frequency null prefix class is 5 (57 instances). Thirty-two of these instances are followed by modifiers, while 25 are locatives formed from class 5 nouns without a prefix. The high number (432) of class 5 nouns in the corpus may explain the high frequency of the null prefix. The reason for the high occurrence of class 5 nouns in the corpus, as compared to other nouns, remains unexplained however.
Although many (351) class 7 nouns were found in the corpus, there seem to be fewer instances of null prefixes (23). We have no explanation for this low frequency, especially when we compare class 7 to class 8 (which is the plural of class 7). There are fewer class 8 nouns (179) in the corpus, yet there are comparatively more null prefixes (26).
We have provided the statistics for null prefixes by noun classes only. Table 4 provides statistics for null prefixes by class and syntactic function. It can be deduced from Table 4 that there are fewer subject null prefixes (34) in comparison to object null prefixes (136). Since Sesotho is a 'pro-omission' language owing to its concordial agreement system, it allows the subject to remain unexpressed (cf. Rizzi, 1982 Rizzi, , 1986 Jaeggli & Safir, 1989) , resulting in fewer lexical subjects and a greater overall percentage of null prefixes in the object position. There were 29 tokens of locative null prefixes of which six were modified. These were, tsatsing lena 'this day' (two occurrences), kobong tsa ka 'in my blankets' (two occurrences), nthong tseo 'at those things' and janeng tseo 'at those dishes'. The remaining 22 appeared without any agreement. They are restricted to locatives that seem to have been lexicalized with a null prefix (that is, when a locative is now accepted without a prefix in relevant syntactic positions, as in hanong 'in the mouth', ifo 'at the fire place', sakeng 'at the kraal' and thekeng 'on the waist'). The examples in (3f) indicate the use of these locatives without a modifier.
(3f) i. A tl'o tena mona thekeng (LXC, 553) 'So that she puts it here on the waist'.
(3f) ii. U bo u behe ifo (LXC, 438) 'You should also put on the hearth'. The question that needs to be addressed is why some prefixes are dropped whereas others are not. The next section considers the phonological, morphological, semantic, syntactic and discourse explanations for the ability or inability of a null prefix to occur.
Explanations for null prefix

Phonological explanation
The noun class prefixes that drop and the ones that do not, are given in Table 2 . Surprisingly, the class 1 nominal stems, which cannot appear without a class prefix, can occur without it when they take the class 14 prefix, as illustrated in (5b) below:
The woman has arrived'.
(5b) (Bo)sali bo fihlile 'Womanhood has arrived'.
We will provide a possible discourse explanation for the null prefix in class 14 nouns later.
The number of syllables in the nominal stems for classes 5, 7 and 8 plays no role in influencing the null prefix since monosyllabic, disyllabic, tri-syllabic and polysyllabic stems may be involved in this process. The examples in (6) and (7) 'Do those shoes cost one rand?'
The nouns that do not allow a null prefix, however, remain unacceptable, irrespective of the number of syllables in the stem, as illustrated in (8) In the case of class 14 nouns, monosyllabic stems do not have the option to drop the prefix, as illustrated in (9) below. Compare the unacceptable monosyllabic class 14 stems in (9) with the acceptable ones for classes 5, 7 and 8 in (6). cannot. However, the phonological explanation given for the null prefix applies only to classes 5, 7, 8 and 10 nouns, but not to class 14 nouns. Obviously, the phonological explanation, given earlier, is not an adequate account for the null prefix phenomenon.
Morphological explanation
Another possible explanation for the null prefix is that it may occur where the shape of the agreement morpheme is identical with the noun prefix so that the identity of the class membership of a noun with a null prefix can be deduced from the subject verb agreement, copulative complement or noun modifier agreement. For example, in the case of classes 1, 3, 4 and 6, which do not allow a null prefix, the subject concord does not completely resemble the class prefix with the result that the membership of the noun without the prefix cannot be derived from the subject concord with certainty. However this is not a sufficient explanation, because while the class 2 prefix ba-is identical with its agreement morpheme, it does not facilitate a null prefix. On the other hand, there are modifiers with an identical noun prefix that allow a null prefix. For example, the adjectival agreement for classes 5, 7, 8 and 10 is la, sa, tsa and tsa, while the noun class prefixes are le-, se-, di-and direspectively. This is also true of demonstratives, such as lane, sane, tsane and tsane 'those', in the above-mentioned classes.
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To resolve this difference, we may have to say that what is relevant for classes 5 and 7 is the initial consonant rather than the entire prefix. This takes us back to the phonological explanation given earlier. We could also assume that for classes 8 and 10, the underlying phonological representation for ts-is di-, which facilitates the null prefix. This again resorts to a phonological explanation. The conclusion that can be drawn from this description is that a morphological explanation does not cater for null prefixes in all instances.
Semantic explanation
As far as semantics is concerned, there seems to be no general explanation for the null prefix in most classes. The only classes that have semantic homogeneity are 1 and 2. The nouns in these classes have the feature [+human], as was correctly observed by Givon (1971) and Louwens (2000) . One might be tempted to attribute the absence of a prefix in these classes to anthropocentrism, i.e. the human centred nature of language, which would explain the resistance to linguistic change by classes with a predominantly human content.
However this would not be a sufficient explanation, as this notion would be restricted to 13 [+human] nouns in classes 1 and 2 only. The ability of [+human] nouns in classes 5, 7, 8
and 10 to allow a null prefix would require a separate explanation. Singular/plural pairs such as classes 5 and 6, which contain nouns with the same semantic content, behave differently with respect to a null prefix. Thus, class 5 nouns may occur without a prefix while class 6 ones cannot. There are also some class 9 nouns, which may take their plural in either class 6 or class 10, for example, khomo > makhomo (class 6) or dikhomo (class 10).
In such cases, the class 6 prefix cannot be dropped, while the class 10 prefix can. The two classes behave differently, although the semantic content of the word khomo is 'cattle' in both classes. As Doke and Mofokeng (1957) correctly observe, many nouns of class 5
(which is class 10 according to Meinhof, 1932) designating animals, express a quantitative plural when used with a class 6 prefix. Thus, makhomo means 'herds of cattle'. This suggests that the difference in meaning between the use of class 6 and class 10 prefixes should be attributed to the prefix, but the meaning of the stem remains the same.
The semantic content for the classes that may drop the prefixes is also varied. For example, class 5, which allows a null prefix, contains nouns that refer to parts of the body, such as letsoho 'hand', natural phenomena, such as leru 'cloud', names of tribal or national individuals, such as Letebele 'member of the Ndebele tribe', a special category of people, such as lesoha 'bachelor', and nouns indicative of habit or occupation, such as letaoa 'drunkard'. Some of these semantic categories also appear in classes that do not allow a null prefix. For example, the nouns molomo 'mouth' (class 3 = body-part), mookoli 'rainbow'
(class 3 = natural phenomenon), Motswana 'member of the Tswana tribe' (class 1 = tribal individual) and mohlankana 'youth' (class 1 = special category of people), cannot drop the class prefix. From these examples, it is obvious that the ability or inability of a noun to have a null prefix cannot be attributed solely to the semantic content of the classes.
Syntactic explanation for null prefix
We have shown that the phonological basis for the Sesotho null prefix might be that the initial consonant of the prefix must be [+coronal] . We have suggested that the inability of the null prefix to appear in closely related languages such as isiZulu, of which the phonological structure of the noun prefix is similar to that of Sesotho, could be attributed to the initial vowel in the noun prefix. We have already indicated that class 14 appears to be an exception in this regard. It was further indicated that morphological and semantic explanations do not provide a satisfactory account for the null prefix. This section will
show that, syntactically, there must be agreement to license a null prefix. This is consistent
with Ziesler and Demuth's (1995) The above examples show that the qualificative modifier agreement facilitates a null prefix.
The agreement can also be in the form of a subject-verb agreement or copulative complement. Thus, in (11a) below, the noun poleiti 'plate' is acceptable without a prefix because of the presence of the subject-verb agreement di-. The copulative construction meets the requirements for agreement when it is followed by a qualificative or a pronoun in the same class as the noun, as in examples (11b) What are the available accounts for the null prefix phenomenon in the environment of modifiers? Machobane (2003) argues that the Sesotho prefix is a functional category generated independently of the noun stem and that feature checking may take place either in the number phrase or at DP. Where the feature checking takes place in the number phrase and the necessary conditions are met, the nominal stem will surface without a prefix.
Since that analysis concentrates on the DP structure, it is not adopted here.
Although an agreement appears to be a relevant factor for the occurrence of a null prefix, the presence of an object marker which, like a subject agreement, carries agreement features, does not facilitate a null prefix, as illustrated in (12a) The presence of the object marker in (12a) does not render the sentence acceptable when the noun prefix is left out. In (12b), where a modifier is used alongside the object marker, the null prefix is acceptable.
The unacceptability of sentences such as (12a) provides a fertile area for research. Several possible explanations that can be used to account for its unacceptability come to mind. One could propose that an object agreement, unlike the subject agreement, lacks features enabling it to license a null prefix. This explanation would be unacceptable, as the subject and object agreement markers are generally identical in form. One could also propose that an object agreement differs from a subject agreement in that it is not a governor.
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This explanation is unsatisfactory, as modifiers such as demonstratives and quantitatives are not regarded as governors, but they do license a null prefix. One could further propose that when an object marker is used, the object noun appears in an adjunct position. As such, the object noun, without a prefix, falls outside the domain 9 of the object agreement. However, there are sentences in which an object agreement seems to allow a null prefix outside their domain, as indicated in (13): (13) (Se)tulo banna ba se batla 'As for the chair, men want it'.
In example (13) the object marker -se-licenses the null prefix in topic position, which is outside its domain. We thus have the noun tulo instead of setulo 'chair'. It will be indicated in the next section that a better explanation for the unacceptability of sentence (12a) is discourse-based (cf. Louwrens, 1991a Louwrens, & 1991b . The conclusion to be drawn from the above discussion is that agreement alone does not allow a null prefix in all cases.
Discourse explanation
We suggested in the previous section that the unacceptability of a null prefix in the object position may be attributed to discourse factors, despite the presence of an object marker. As Louwrens (1991a Louwrens ( & 1991b correctly observes for Northern Sotho, the post-verbal position is associated with new information. This means that a null prefix is unacceptable in the object position because it refers to new information. A look at the predominant use of nouns with null prefixes and those with prefixes in the corpus, suggests that the difference may be accounted for in terms of a given/new information discourse dichotomy. According to Chafe (1976: 30 [see also Clark & Clark, 1977] ):
given or old information is that knowledge which the speaker assumes to be Chafe further indicates that givenness may be established on the basis of either extralinguistic or linguistic context. Extra-linguistically, the speaker may believe that both she/he and the addressee share the perception, hence the consciousness of some object in the environment. These observations, which were made in relation to the status of nouns, are applicable to the difference between nouns used with a prefix and the ones used without a prefix. For example, in (14) below it is clear from the context that the shoes are in the vicinity. The speaker could only ask for permission to put the shoes away if they were in the vicinity. Thus, the noun eta 'shoe' appears without a prefix because the topic is salient from the context. Chafe (1976) further indicates that the most common linguistic basis for the speaker's assumption that something is in the addressee's consciousness, is the prior mention of a referent. Thus, the noun with a prefix is used when a noun is introduced for the first time, as indicated in (16b) and (17a), while a noun without a prefix is used in a subsequent reference, as in (16c) and (17b) In (16b), the noun lebese 'milk' appears with the prefix because it is the first time that it is introduced in the discussion -hence new information in this case. 10 In (16c), the noun is used without a prefix because it has already been referred to, resulting in bese instead of lebese 'milk'. Similarly, in (17a), where the adult is asking the child what the name of the baby (that is, her doll) is, the noun lebitso 'name' appears with a prefix. In (17b) the prefix is left out, as this is the subsequent use of this noun. We thus have bitso instead of lebitso because the noun has already been referred to. The nouns bese and bitso are common knowledge referents between interlocutors. We may therefore say that the noun class prefix may be indicative of new information, while the absence thereof may be indicative of old information.
Louwrens (1981) has used this linguistic factor of co-referentiality to indicate that a noun status as 'given' may arise when a noun, which appears later, is co-referential with another, which appeared earlier. This analysis in relation to the status of nouns applies equally to nouns used with or without prefixes. As Louwrens correctly observes, certain nouns always present given information irrespective of appearance in or out of context. For example, in (18c) the noun lehloa 'snow' appears without a prefix when first used: In utterances (18a and 18b) above, the class 5 nouns, leloala 'grinding stone' and lerakong 'in the wall enclosure', are not given/known information. However, in utterance (18c), the noun lehloa 'snow' has a unique referent and therefore appears without a prefix. For, as Chafe (1972:57) observes:
some noun roots such as sky always involve unique individuals. They can be regarded as known sets which have but one member. If then, one knows the concept of sky, one cannot help but know which member of the set is being talked about since there is only one.
The class 14 nouns, referred to earlier, may also be analysed in terms of the distinction 'given' versus 'old' information. It must be noted that most of the nouns that belong to this class are abstract, for example, bohale 'anger' and borena 'chieftainship', or indicative of collectivity, such as bolepo 'tassels' and bobatsi 'nettles', or mass such as bolokoe 'fresh cow dung', bobete 'cooked blood', bolalu 'pus', (bo)joang 'grass' and (bo)joala 'beer'.
Louwrens (1981) identifies a category of nouns that he refers to as generic nouns, which have a specific genus or species as a unique referent. Such nouns are also considered to present given information. The fact that most class 14 nouns convey an abstract, collective or mass meaning may cause them to have a unique referent. Borrowed class 14 nouns, such as borokho 'bridge' and borikhoe 'trousers', which are count nouns, also allow a null prefix. This is not surprising, given that foreign acquisitions adapt to the phonological, morphological and semantic structure of Sesotho (Doke & Mofokeng, 1957) . Since class 14 nouns drop the prefix, the nouns borrowed into this class adopt this behaviour.
We notice that there are some nouns such as masoabi 'sadness' and makhethe 'cleanliness' in class 6, which are abstract, but do not allow the null prefix. This suggests that some determinants for a null prefix may override others. In this case, the phonological factors seem to override the discourse ones.
We suggested earlier that the acceptability of the sentence in (13), in which the object marker seems to license the null prefix noun outside its domain, can be accounted for in terms of a discourse explanation. The fact that the noun setulo is said to be in topic position, suggests that it is old information, for, as Louwrens (1991b) correctly observes, the pre-posing of object noun phrases is a pragmatic strategy to focus upon topical information and, since the preverbal position is generally associated with old information, we assume that the noun tulo represents old information. In this respect, the object marker plays no role in licensing the null prefix in the topic position.
The sum total of the discussion above is that the noun with the class prefix is likely to express new information, while the one without the prefix is likely to refer to old information. As indicated in the preceding discussion, linguistically given/old information may be indicated by co-referentiality with a noun that was used earlier. Extra-linguistically, however, given/old information may be determined by the context or when the object referred to is in the vicinity or has a unique referent. There are cases, however, where these discourse conditions are met, but the noun does not drop the prefix, as in (19) In the conversation above, the noun seoete 'carrot' has an option to drop the prefix, as it has already been mentioned by the first speaker and is modified, but it does not. The prefix is not dropped, even when the same noun is repeated once more by the same speaker. This situation leads to the conclusion that although discourse-based explanation appears to be promising, it cannot stand alone in explaining the null prefix.
Conclusion
This article has examined the null prefix phenomenon using a corpus of 98 hours of adult spontaneous speech. It looked at the phonological, morphological, semantic, syntactic and discourse factors facilitating a null prefix. It concludes that none of the given explanations can, on their own, account for the null prefix. [ι] represents a half-close tense vowel which is approximately half-way between [i] and [e] . 
4.
The symbol N represents a homorganic nasal, which has become an integral part of the monosyllabic stems for class 9 nouns.
5.
Where a prefix is indicated in parenthesis, it indicates that the noun is acceptable with or without a noun prefix, while *(prefix) indicates that the noun used becomes unacceptable if used without a prefix.
6.
The designations such as (TVIIE, 29), stand for the file names and the line from which examples have been taken in the corpus. Where no designations appear, the examples were created.
7.
This view differs from that of people who may consider the morphological shape of agreement to be the only explanation for a null prefix. γ is the c-domain of α if:
γ is the minimal maximal category (i.e. lowest XP) dominating α NP is the c-domain for the noun and modifier agreement since it is the minimal maximal category dominating both of them. IP is the c-domain for the subject NP and the subject verb agreement, as it is the minimal maximal category dominating the two of them.
10. This does not mean that every noun with a prefix indicates new information.
Similarly, not all instances of a null prefix indicate old/given information. 
